







Abstract		Screen	time	 is	a	controversial	subject	 in	media	and	technology	studies.	Situated	within	the	media	harm	debate,	binary	arguments	have	developed	in	discourse	about	the	effect	screen	time	has	on	peo-ple	 and	 society.	 The	 widespread	 use	 of	 screen-based	 media	 is	 the	 culmination	 of	 user-friendly	smartphones	and	tablets	as	well	as	the	ubiquitous	nature	of	screen-laden	media.	How	parents	define,	implement,	 and	 manage	 screen	 time	 is	 imperative	 to	 understanding	 how	 children	 engage	 with	screen-based	media	and	the	observed	effect	it	has.	To	understand	this	discourse,	I	conducted	a	social	network	content	analysis	of	conversations	surrounding	screen	time	on	the	user-generated	platform	Reddit.	The	analysis	focused	on	contributors’	uses	of	the	term	“screen	time”	and	the	conversations	relating	to	the	implications	of	screen	time	for	children.	Preliminary	data	suggests	that	groups	form	around	clusters	of	information	that	deem	screen	time	as	having	a	positive,	negative	or	neutral	effect	-	 a	 position	 that	 also	 determines	 a	 parent’s	 decision	 to	 provide	 unlimited	 or	 restricted	 access	 of	screens	to	their	children.	The	conceptual	framework	for	this	research	draws	from	Pinch	and	Bijker’s	(1990)	 social	 construction	 of	 technology	 to	 understand	 how	 social	 groups	 form	 and	 how	 these	groups	share	meanings	they	attach	to	the	artifact	(in	this	case,	screens).	The	group	formations	around	screen	time	mimic	the	media	harm	debate,	with	children	viewed	as	competent	(able	to	use	technol-ogy	to	create,	participate	and	build	digital	 literacies)	or	vulnerable	(subjected	to	harmful	content,	physical	 risks,	and	potential	delays	 in	cognitive	development).	The	problem	with	 the	 tendency	 to	view	children’s	screen	time	as	positive	or	negative,	rather	than	both,	is	it	limits	management	strate-gies	on	how	to	minimize	risk	and	maximize	benefit.		
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screen	 time	 is	 important	 because	 screens	 have	 permeated	 the	 social	 structures	 of	 everyday	 life.	Screen-based	media,	such	as	smartphones,	tablets,	computers,	and	televisions	are	nearly	impossible	to	escape	in	today’s	society.	Some	devices,	like	the	mobile	phone,	have	evolved	from	a	simple	com-munication	tool	into	an	integral	technological	artifact	that	rarely	detaches	from	the	user.	The	perva-siveness	of	screens	has	not	reduced	the	controversy	over	the	perceived	effect	that	screens	have	on	the	human	condition.	Uncovering	how	groups	and	sentiments	are	formed	around	children’s	screen	time	 provides	 valuable	 information	 about	 the	 problems,	 solutions	 and	 dominant	 ideologies	 sur-rounding	the	topic.	Within	 this	 paper,	 I	 analyze	 forum	 posts	 on	 Reddit	 about	 children’s	 screen	 using	 Pinch	 and	Bijker’s	(1990)	conceptual	 framework,	which	 includes	 interpretive	 flexibility,	social	groups,	prob-lems	and	solutions,	and	a	discussion	of	the	broader	context	of	the	issue.	I	argue	that	screen	time	is	a	slippery,	flexible	thing	that	changes	with	time.	Current	groups	form	around	ideological	clusters	that	view	children’s	screen	time	as	positive,	negative,	neutral	or	mixed.	The	problems	and	solutions	that	emerge	from	these	groups	mirror	the	media	harm	debate,	thus	making	screen	time	a	debate	within	a	debate.	Parents	currently	deal	with	children’s	screen	 time	however	 it	 suits	 the	milieu	best.	The	inherent	problem	with	this	 is	 that	social	groups	 largely	view	children’s	screen	time	as	positive	or	negative,	without	recognizing	that	screen	time	is	positive	and	negative,	which	means	parental	man-agement	strategies	largely	ignore	how	to	deal	with	the	full	impact	that	screen	time	has	on	children.	
	
2.	Social	network	content	analysis	on	Reddit	
















4.1	The	interpretive	flexibility	of	screen	time		The	first	stage	in	the	conceptual	framework	is	interpretive	flexibility	–	the	ability	to	show	how	tech-nological	artifacts	are	“culturally	constructed	and	interpreted”	(Bijker	et	al.,	1990,	p.	40).	The	concept	of	flexibility	can	be	represented	in	how	people	interpret	the	artifact	as	well	as	in	the	object’s	design	(Bijker	et	al.,	1990).	On	Reddit,	there	is	flexibility	over	the	interpretation	of	“screen	time,”	which	mir-rors	the	historical	evolution	of	the	term.	Historically,	the	term	“screen	time”	is	rooted	in	how	long	(or	how	much	time)	an	actor	or	subject	appears	on	screen.	On	Reddit,	it	is	common	to	find	posts	with	high	user	engagement	about	a	particular	television	show,	movie,	or	character.	For	example,	a	post	titled,	“What	is	the	most	useless	character	that	actually	get	a	fair	bit	of	screen	time?”	[sic]	received	253	comments.	The	second	way	“screen	time”	is	interpreted	relates	to	the	technical	capacity	of	the	screen	itself.	These	posts	examine	the	battery	life	of	particular	brands	and	models	in	relation	to	the	user’s	screen	time	on	the	device.	The	third	way	that	“screen	time”	is	interpreted	on	Reddit	reflects	the	time	that	people	spend	in	front	of	screen-based	media.	The	interpretive	flexibility	of	these	defi-nitions	 is	not	permanent.	Actor	 time	on	screen	remained	 the	dominant	 interpretation	 for	 “screen	time”	until	screen-based	media	became	ubiquitous	in	everyday	life.	Now,	the	“always-on”	and	“al-ways	connected”	nature	of	screen-based	devices	has	shifted	the	dominant	interpretation	of	“screen	time”	to	the	amount	of	time	people	spend	in	front	of	screens.	This	new	dominant	interpretation	of	“screen	time”	is	the	basis	of	the	following	research	and	analysis.		Screen	time	is	a	broad	term	meant	to	include	time	spent	in	front	of	all	screen-based	media.	The	screen	artifacts	were	coded	to	better	understand	the	devices	that	users	were	most	concerned	or	in-terested	in	conversing	about.	Forty	percent	of	users	wrote	about	smartphones,	twenty-three	percent	of	users	wrote	about	tablets,	twenty-one	percent	of	users	wrote	about	television,	and	sixteen	percent	of	wrote	about	computers	(desktop	and	laptop	computers	were	coded	as	one	unit).			



































ing	how	to	send	tweets	and	text	messages,	as	a	substitute	for	a	civilized	conversation.		The	strain	that	smartphones	place	on	the	parent-child	relationship	were	the	most	common	an-ecdote	 told	 about	 the	 impact	 of	 distracting	 devices	within	 the	 household.	 For	 example,	 one	 user	posted:		
Just	last	night	I	was	watching	a	movie	with	my	son.	I	took	out	my	phone	just	for	a	few	minutes	
to	look	something	up,	and	he	said,	"Mom,	I	want	you	to	watch	this	with	me,	not	be	on	your	
phone."	Even	though	 it	was	only	a	 few	minutes,	 it	was	enough	to	 take	away	 from	our	 time	
together.	 I	apologized	and	put	the	phone	away,	but	 if	he	hadn't	said	anything	I	might	have	
been	on	it	for	quite	a	while.		The	positive	effects	 social	group	does	not	view	screen	 time	as	an	 impediment	 to	 face-to-face	communication	or	“real”	relationships;	but	rather,	screen	time	acts	as	an	additional	tool	to	stay	con-nected	to	information	and	people.	Parents	acknowledged	the	benefit	of	screen-based	technologies	as	a	tool	to	connect	with	family	at	a	distance:	“I	allow	my	son	to	Skype	and	Facetime	with	my	family	quite	often	(5	times	a	week	around	30	min[ute]s	each).”	Several	parents	tried	to	debunk	criticisms	that	screen	time	was	crippling	social	skills.	One	par-ent,	who	describes	her	17-year-old	son,	raised	with	 few	screen	time	restrictions,	as	sensitive	and	compassionate	said,	“I	do	not	support	the	correlation	between	screen	time	and	decreased	emotional	sensitivity.	I	think	there	are	more	impactful	factors	at	work	there	such	as	parent's	[sic]	refusal	to	let	kids	experience	a	full	range	of	emotions	under	the	pretense	of	‘protecting’	them.”		Another	parent	concurred:		




























5.	Conclusion		Screen	time	is	a	flexible	subject	with	a	slippery,	ever-changing	definition.	Parental	sentiments	about	children’s	screen	time	on	Reddit	develop	in	social	groups	formed	around	the	affective	dimensions	of	the	debate	–	positive,	negative,	neutral	or	mixed.	The	“effect”	groups	mirror	the	media	harm	debate,	which	positions	children	as	either	vulnerable	or	competent	with	respect	to	their	media	and	screen	usage.	Parental	management	strategies	about	children’s	screen	time	differ	and	each	household	cur-rently	does	what	 is	best	 for	 the	 family	unit.	The	key	problem	that	emerges	 is	 that	parents	create	management	strategies	based	on	their	belief	that	screen	time	is	positive	or	negative,	rather	than	both,	which	means	children	do	not	always	receive	supervision	in	a	way	that	minimizes	risk	and	maximizes	the	potential	of	the	artifact.			
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